I am frequently faced with the same two questions -one which is easy to answer, and one which is much more difficult.
The most recent occasion when the first question was put to me was on 19 March, when I gave evidence to the House of Lords Select Committee on Animals in Scientific Procedures. The Chairman, Lord Smith of Clifton, said, "Do you envisage that advances in science might eventually lead to no further need for animals to be used in toxicity testing and fundamental research?" This was precisely the way that the question should be put, as it recognises that it is through advances in science that animal experimentation could eventually be brought to an end, as it would no longer be possible to claim that they were "necessary".
I gave my usual answer -that I sincerely believe that there will indeed be a future when there will be no animal experimentation, because toxicity testing will be based on the integrated use of alternative methods, which will provide a much better indication of what we need to know, and because there will be entirely new, and better, ways of doing fundamental research.
Lord Smith was far too experienced to let me get away with that, as he followed up by asking, "Would you care to speculate within which particular decade your nirvana will be reached?" I will help the reader by admitting that, when I got home, I had to look up the precise meaning of "nirvana", which, I found, includes "extinction of all passions and desires and attainment of perfect beatitude". Had I been more sure at the time, I would probably have said that, passionately committed as I am to the replacement goal, I would have to admit that human beings have a number of other problems to deal with, before a state of universal nirvana will exist on earth.
What I actually said was that, if we really wanted to, we could reduce animal experimentation by 85-90% within 20 years, leaving only a core of essential needs, including, perhaps, the need for greater understanding for the benefit of animals themselves, and not just for ourselves.
So, as the reader will have realised, if we are to obviate the need for animal experimentation, the fundamental questions are, "How quickly could this destination be reached, and by what route or routes?" Just after Easter, I found myself in what is arguably the finest building in the world, Norwich Cathedral, listening to what is arguably the finest piece of music ever written, Handel's Messiah. During the interval, the friend I was with, a layreader in the Church of England, told me that he was preparing a sermon on the Road to Emmaus (Luke 24, 13-32). He said that while doing so, he had been reminded of an occasion in his first year in the grammar school we attended together, when his form teacher had asked her class to name some of man's greatest inventions. Most of the others in the class had mentioned inventions such as the wheel or printing, but he had said penicillin (rather more a discovery than an invention, I interjected). However, the teacher had suggested roads.
We then talked about roads, and agreed that roads are of little value, unless we know where we are trying to go and what road we need to take, and unless we have milestones along the way, to tell us how we are getting on, and signposts, especially at forks in the road or crossroads, or to guide us around diversions -to help us to keep going in the right direction.
This reminded me of a variant of the second question, frequently asked of me in relation to the Sixth Amendment (and proposed Seventh Amendment) to Directive 76/768/EEC, the Cosmetics Directive, i.e. "What areas could have validated replacement alternative methods available within five years?"
When I first tried to answer this, by listing ten areas, I received a lot of criticism for being overoptimistic. I thought about this list and its critical reception a great deal, and, in subsequent talks or discussions, added the condition that what could actually be achieved would depend on our ability to deal with a number of factors and problems that affect, and in some cases limit, our rate of progress. For example, in relation to alternative methods and toxicity testing, these include:
-the development of candidate new test methods for pre-validation and validation;
-the provision of adequate resources for funding development and validation studies;
-the availability of trained personnel to design and manage validation studies;
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-the availability of experienced laboratories to take part in validation studies;
-the availability of sufficient reference standard compounds or products, backed by knowledge of a sufficiently high quality;
-the quality of independent evaluation of validation studies;
-the willingness of industries and regulatory authorities to accept scientifically valid alternative test procedures and testing strategies; and
-the strength of insistence on the application of laws which require that animal procedures must be replaced when such alternatives are available.
Thus, I can now say that the following ten areas could have validated replacement alternative test procedures and testing strategies in place within five years (let us say, by the end of 2006), but only if we deal effectively with the problems which are slowing us down: The we includes all kinds of people on whom success will depend -not just those of us who are genuinely committed to alternatives, but also politicians, administrators, industry managers, regulators, fundamental researchers and applied scientists -and the animal welfare movement. Sadly, experience with issues such as cosmetics testing, existing chemicals and endocrine disruptors -and even scientifically valid alternative methods -is not very encouraging. Shortly, as a result of the emerging EU policy on chemicals testing, 1 the gauntlet will be thrown down before those who are dragging their feet, as a comprehensive report on Alternative (Non-Animal) Methods for Chemicals Testing: Current Status and Future Prospects will be published by ECVAM and the ECVAM Working Group on Chemicals. The report will provide a detailed analysis of what alternative methods and alternative testing strategies could be developed and validated within the next few years, and will also identify areas in which further fundamental research is needed. At about the same time, FRAME will reaffirm its commitment to the application of humane procedures and sound science, in the interests of humans and animals alike. So, we know our destinations and we are sure that we are on the right road. The question iswho is going to help and support us along the way, and who is going to try and slow us down or block our progress?
Michael Balls

